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safety, belonging, esteem, and ulti-
mately self-actualization.19 Therefore, 
sustenance is critical to development, 
and the ability to produce enough 
food to provide for a growing popula-
tion while protecting the environment 
poses great challenges.

The idea that population could 
exceed food supply is not new. Thomas Malthus (1766–1834), an English econ-
omist who was very interested in demographics, wrote of this possibility in his 
work, “An Essay on the Principle of Population,” first published anonymously in 
1798 and later revised to include more detail. Malthus speculated that the 
growth of the world’s population would be geometrical compared to the produc-
tion of food, which could only increase arithmetically.20 This notion is referred 
to as the Malthusian dilemma. More recent interpretations have suggested that, 
in today’s terms, what Malthus’s prediction might mean is a population of over 
9 billion people by the year 2050 with agricultural resources significantly short 
of being able to provide for them.21 There is simply not enough arable land to 
meet that need, according to Columbia University’s Earth Institute, and even the 
best efforts could not recover lands that have been devastated by deforestation 
to allow for adequate agricultural production.

Appropriate use of the land is critical. Specifically, the production of food is 
closely related to geographic changes taking place, both natural and human-
made. For example, natural disasters—from forest fires to drought—that destroy 
crops and render lands unviable are just one impediment to the production of 
food resources adequate to address the growing population. Environmental 
degradation through the overuse of arable land and fertilizers also has a negative 
effect. Nor are the challenges limited to production. The availability of food can 
also be impacted by war due to the disruption of supply and distribution lines. 
Together, these factors play a considerable role in influencing both the price and 
safety of our food. A closer look sheds light on these concerns.

Despite Malthus’s forecast, food production has increased over time, but the 
ability to feed a growing population has been undermined by other factors. The use 
of pesticides and certain chemicals designed to increase crop yields over the short 
term, for example, can have longer-term adverse effects on the soil. The greatest 
need for food is in developing countries. Current figures suggest that of the 842 
million people in the world suffering from hunger, nearly 827 million are living in 
these areas. India (213.8 million) and China (158 million) are the countries with 
the largest numbers of people affected.22 Countries facing these conditions are not 
able to produce enough food or adequately distribute food provided to them from 
other sources. Natural conditions such as drought may exacerbate the situation, as 
does the need evident in some cases to earn money through exporting much of the 
food that is produced locally. For example, the African country of Lesotho suffered 
from heavy rains in 2010 and 2011, resulting in a large decline in its production of 

How Many People Live in 
Your Home?

a.	 I live alone

b.	 1–2

c.	 3–4

d.	 5 or more

How Do You
Connect?

Malthusian dilemma
the conflict inherent in the 
idea that the growth of the 
world’s population increases 
geometrically whereas the 
production of food can only 
increase arithmetically

deforestation
the destruction of forest areas 
due to human actions or 
environmental factors


